Abstract. In Clement of Alexandria, the three ways of knowing God appear implicitly in the form: the way of analogy, the way of negation (in the mathematical version), and the way of eminence. A basic aspect of the negation appears as an expression of Clementine criticism on anthropomorphism. The Platonic traditional model of via negativa is related to the mathematical theory of abstraction and is defined as a denial of the material things in order to reach the contemplation of God through pure mind: "we start by abstracting the surface, and we are left with the line; we abstract the line, and we are left with the point; we abstract the point, or strictly speaking the monad, and we are then precipitated into the greatness of Christ" (Stromateis V.11.71.2). Clement of Alexandria is, also, one of the authors who emphasize silence and prayer as having great importance in the knowledge process. The cessation of the activity of the senses leads to the supreme state of contemplation with a pure mind. Silence becomes, in this way, a symbol of God, and knowledge -not a matter of speaking, but of being.
We considered it important to evaluate the relationship between negation and silence, and the importance of prayer in the process of knowing God in Clement. Finally, we tried to discover the origin of the geometric method of abstractive way, to identify the specific elements of the Platonic and Pythagorean Traditions, and to underline the particularities of the Clementine version of the analysis.
THE GEOMETRICAL METHOD OF ἈΝΆΛΥΣΙΣ
In the eyes of Celsus, 7 God was cognoscible by synthesis, analysis, and analogy: "we might get some conception of the nameless First Being which manifests him either by synthesis with other things, or by analytical distinction from them, or by analogy." 8 We could consider the term ἀνάλυσις from Origen, Contra Celsus 7.42, as an equivalent for the phrase κατὰ ἀφαίρεσιν 9 from Albinus.
10
The three ways of conceiving "the First God" appear in Albinus in [4]
the form of via negationis, via analogiae and via eminentiae, and these three might find correspondents in the three ways present in Celsus.
11
Even if Clement of Alexandria did not leave a manual similar to the Albinian one, the lack of the traditional formula does not have to prevent us from detecting its traces in the case of the Christian author. In this regard, the fragment of Stromata VI contains a clear summary regarding the three prerequisites of the Middle Platonic theory of knowledge: "This branch of learning, too, makes the soul in the highest degree observant, capable of perceiving the true and detecting the false, of (I) discovering correspondences and proportions, so as to hunt out for similarity in things dissimilar; and (II) conducts us to the discovery of length without breadth, and superficial extent without thickness, and an indivisible point, and (III) transports to intellectual objects from those of sense." 12 R. The latter method -which allows the transition 15 from body beauty to the beauty of the soul, then to moral beauty and, eventually, to the ocean of Beauty -is defining for Clement: it claims the method of the transition from sensible things to comprehensive ones -i.e. the process which is the basis of his entire theory of knowledge.
16
The theme of negation in Clement reminds us of the Philonian one, transmitted through the medium of Justin, but also of the Platonic tradition -whose main representative is Albinus. 17 The basic form of negation is included in the Clementine approach of rejecting anthropomorphism: negation as a reaction against the materialism.
18
God is above the sensible world, and imagination must purify itself from the concepts drawn from the sensorial experience. The criticism of anthropomorphism is coupled with the moral dimension 19 of Clement's theology, whose perspective tends to soften the line between morals and knowledge. 20 Men learn erroneous ideas about God because they are slaves of their passion -which has as object material things. They must liberate themselves from passion and from any other material influence and to release the notion of "God" from everything that is not simple unity.
21
The interest in negative theology can only be characterized by pessimism with regard to language effectiveness. 22 [6] this extreme difficulty, which is the expression of the impossibility of an adequate language about God:
23 "For how can that be expressed which is neither genus, nor difference, nor species, nor individual, nor number; any more, is neither an event, nor that to which an event happens? No one can rightly express Him wholly. For on account of His greatness He is ranked as the All, and is the Father of the universe. Nor are any parts to be predicated of Him. For the One is indivisible; wherefore also it is infinite, not considered with reference to inscrutability, but with reference to its being without dimensions, and not having a limit. And therefore it is without form and name." 24 For that reason, we make use of "beautiful names" for God, such as: "the good," "mind," "being itself," "Father," "God," "creator" and "Lord" -a combination of terms inspired by Philosophy and the Bible, typical of Clement 25 -only from the need to avoid misleading by using terms which are less adequate with respect to God. As for the traditional method of via negativa -which we have also noticed in Albinus or Celsus -it must be said that the base of the Clementine intellectual process is a purification rite established through negation: 26 cit., 89. 27 Stromata 6.17.150.4.1-3: μεταλαμβάνειν οὖν τῶν γνωστικῶν θεωρη μάτων οὐχ οἷόν τε͵ ἐὰν μὴ τῶν προτέρων διανοημάτων κενώσωμεν ἑαυτούς.
[7]
In Stromata -as well as in Didaskalikos of Albinus -the negative way -i.e. the gradual denial/ abstraction of the material things in order to reach the contemplation of God through pure mindis associated with the mathematical theory. 28 Clement exposes his method in the following frame of reference: "We may understand the purificatory rite by comparison with confession, and that of the initiated visionary by analysis (ἀναλύσεως), advancing to the primary concept, beginning (through analysis) with the things which lie beneath it. We abstract from the body its physical properties, removing the dimension of depth, then that of breadth, and then that of length. The point remaining is a unit, which has position, so to speak. If we remove position, we conceive of unity itself. If then we abstract (ἀφελόντες) all corporeal things, as well as the so-called incorporeal things, we may cast ourselves into the greatness of Christ (τὸ μέγεθος τοῦ Χριστοῦ), and from there we move into the immensity of holiness: we may thus somehow attain a concept of the all-powerful, knowing not what he is, but what he is not (οὐχ ὅ ἐστιν)."
29
The geometric analysis invoked by Clement in Stromata V.71.1 corresponds to the exercise consisting of progressive extraction of the dimension, specific to things, starting from their various physical attributes, to reach the comprehensive and basic essence. Therefore, by removing "depth" from solid, we obtain the flat figure, by subtracting "breadth" from the flat figure we reach the line, finally suppressing the "length" from the line, we obtain "the point," i.e., a geometric
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Oxford University Press, Oxford 2006, 223 sq. 29 Clement, Stromata 5.11.71.2-3: δι΄ ἀναλύσεως ἐκ τῶν ὑποκειμένων αὐτῷ τὴν ἀρχὴν ποιούμενοι͵ ἀφελόντες μὲν τοῦ σώματος τὰς φυσικὰς ποιότητας͵ περιελόντες δὲ τὴν εἰς τὸ βάθος διάστασιν͵ εἶτα τὴν εἰς τὸ πλάτος͵ καὶ ἐπὶ τούτοις τὴν εἰς τὸ μῆκος· τὸ γὰρ ὑπολειφθὲν σημεῖόν ἐστι μονὰς ὡς εἰπεῖν θέσιν ἔχουσα͵ ἧς ἐὰν περιέλωμεν τὴν θέσιν͵ νοεῖται μονάς. εἰ τοίνυν͵ ἀφελόντες πάντα ὅσα πρόσεστι τοῖς σώμασιν καὶ τοῖς λεγομένοις ἀσωμάτοις͵ ἐπιρρίψαιμεν ἑαυτοὺς εἰς τὸ μέγεθος τοῦ Χριστοῦ κἀκεῖθεν εἰς τὸ ἀχανὲς ἁγιότητι προΐοιμεν͵ τῇ νοήσει τοῦ παντοκράτορος ἁμῇ γέ πῃ προσάγοιμεν ἄν͵ οὐχ ὅ ἐστιν (trans. R. Mortley, in: The way of negation, op. cit., 42).
[8] reality which lacks "dimension" and only has "position." If we continue the procedure by removing -in the case of the point -the position, we finally obtain the monad -which indicates the final product of abstraction -hiding one of the fundamental principles which entail all things. This type of geometric analysis was constantly practiced by Greek scholars and had as theoretical basis the belief that we could easily explain the reality starting from a limited group of elements, more specifically starting from the combined action of two principles: a principle of determination -identified in general with the One -and a principle of boundlessness -identified, in general, with the even number and, particularly, with the dyad.
30
Although, by repeating the theory of abstraction and the method of analysis, Clement merely replicates a "doctrine d'école," yet he seems perfectly capable of integrating it into his own Christian doctrine 31 and to render it a certain degree of originality.
32
To reach Christ, tangible and intangible realities must be overcome, which, in the philosophical language of the era, means the dialectical overcoming of the multiplicity of the sensible world and the intelligible world, to achieve the supreme principle which controls both of them. 33 things and of the monad itself; as if it considered the relation between Christ -the λόγος of the Almighty -and the Almighty Himself as the mathematical equivalent between the absolute simple unity (the first principle of all reality) and the derived unity, i.e. the monad gifted with position -the actual principle of all numbers (or of all figures).
Faced with this illustration of mathematical theories of Greek origin, it is to accept the point of view of S. Lilla that the Alexandrian author must have been influenced by a Neo-Pythagorian interpretation of Plato's Parmenides, which influenced Plotinus in formulating his doctrine on Νοῦς.
34 According to this view, there is a principle of unity which transcends plurality to such an extent that it refuses any predicate, even the one of existence;
35 which is neither motion nor rest, neither in time nor in space; about which nothing can be said, not even that it is identical to itself or different from other things; and -along with this one -a second principle of unity, containing the seeds of all opposites, a principle which -if we accept its existence -shall indefinitely multiply itself in a universe of existing units. 36 In short, there are two types of Units: One absolutely simple, transcending all existence and all knowledge, and one present in the Second Hypothesis of Plato's Parmenides, which is the principle of all things and the complex unity which contains all in itself.
37
In other words, it is possible that "this passage expresses an element of Middle Platonism which persisted into Neo-Platonism and according to which God can be known only by stripping or abstracting all qualities from our idea of an existing thing. (…) It is foreshadowed 34 S. Lilla, Clement of Alexandria, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1971, 205-206. 35 Paedagogus 1.8.71.1.8-2.1: "God is one and beyond (ἐπέκεινα) the one and above (ὑπὲρ) the monad itself" (ἓν δὲ ὁ θεὸς καὶ ἐπέκεινα τοῦ ἑνὸς καὶ ὑπὲρ αὐτὴν μονάδα [10]
in the simple unity of the first hypothesis in Plato's Parmenides." 38 Clement has valued this idea in a Christian theological horizon: we start by a process of "confession and cleansing from sin and we end in holy union with Christ." 39 The final stage is that of an "immensity of holiness" beyond the unity which has been arrived at through the abstractive process. We could speculate -based on R. Mortley's 40 line of argument -that this last stage is the one of the Father -"the One beyond being and language, and without parts." The "greatness of Christ" would correspond to "one of the lesser unities," and would have as consequence the fact that the Father is the pure unity, while the Son -the unity which is completeness of parts.
A passage from Protrepticus seems to clarify even better the Clementine reading regarding the alternative Parmenides: "Let us, being made pod, pursue unity analogously, seeking the good monad (or "unit"). The union of many in one, arising out of polyphony and fragmentation, becomes one single symphony by taking on a divine harmony. We follow one choirleader and teacher, the Word, towards the same truth, and resting therein, crying, "Abba, Father".
41
The Clementine statement conveys explicitly the fact that Christ is the unity of many parts and the giver of unity to discrepant elements. However, besides the unity thus accomplished, there is the realm of pure unity, recognized in the call to the beyond, "Abba, Father" 42 . The fragment from Protrepticus sheds light in the case of the text from Stromata in the sense that we might assume -again, together with [11]
Mortley 43 -that "that with Christ we have the lesser unity, which springs from wholeness and completeness: this is the unity envisaged in the second and third hypothesis of the Parmenides. The One pure, the Father, lies still further beyond this stage." 44 2. VIA NEGATIVA AND THE THEME OF SILENCE IN CLEMENT OF ALEXANDRIA Clement of Alexandria is one of the authors who emphasize silence as having great importance in the knowledge process. 45 In a passage from Stromata, it is established the argument that God's transcendence assumes the fact that "He is beyond comprehension and description": "(…) and among intellectual ideas, what is oldest in origin, the timeless and unoriginated First Principle, and Beginning of existences -the Son -from whom we are to learn the remoter Cause, the Father, of the universe, the most ancient and the most beneficent of all; not capable of expression by the voice, but to be reverenced with reverence, and silence (σιγῇ), and holy wonder, and supremely venerated." 46 Starting from the recurring argument in the Middle Platonic thinking -according to which God cannot be understood through [12]
predication, but only through negation -Odo Casel 47 advocates the existence of an intimate relationship between the idea of negation and the theme of silence.
48
The transcendence of the First Principle, πατέρα τῶν ὅλων, calls for the need to abandon the predicates. As in the case of the via negativa, where abstraction aims at overcoming the realm of predicates, "the most appropriate response to the divine is silence (σιγῇ)." 49 The use of the verb σιωπάω 50 from Stromata 1.1.15.1 may be included within the scope of the same idea: "Some things my treatise will hint; on some it will linger; some it will merely mention. It will try to speak imperceptibly, to exhibit secretly, and to demonstrate silently (σιωπῶσα)."
51
In the sequence above, the author seeks to demonstrate the value of hiding the truth in mystery and symbol. 52 As in the case of the one initiated in mysteries, 53 Clement is reluctant to explicitly divulge the cardinal features of the Christian doctrine. Hence the need for a treaty with double purpose: which discloses without deviating from the need to hide. So that the intention to demonstrate through silence assumes this bipolar aspect. However, in this case, the silence under discussion is the one of the initiated and it is more a form of discretion than an inevitable response to God's transcendence.
54
In another passage, Clement mentions the silence vote imposed by Pythagoras to his disciples to achieve contemplation: "This is, then, the import of the silence (σιωπή) of five years prescribed by Pythagoras, which he enjoined on his disciples; that, abstracting themselves from the objects of sense, they might with the mind alone contemplate (ἐποπτεύοιεν) the Deity."
55
Despite the use of the term borrowed from the vocabulary of mysteries, it is obvious that the σιωπή at stake is not simply the discretion of the initiate. Abstaining from speech requires refraining from the activity of the senses to gain the state of "contemplation with pure mind" (ψιλῷ τῷ νῷ). In this way, we are back to via negativa: the word is associated with the sensory activity, while silence -in its highest sense -reveals the functioning of the mind itself: "Silence is the symbol of a higher form of knowledge." 56 Clement's perspective on prayer seems to confirm the impression expressed above: "Prayer is, then, to speak more boldly, converse with God. Though whispering, consequently, and not opening the lips, we speak in silence, yet we cry inwardly. For God hears continually all the inward converse. So also we raise the head and lift the hands to heaven, and set the feet in motion at the closing utterance of the prayer, following the eagerness of the spirit directed towards the intellectual essence; and endeavouring to abstract the body from the earth, along with the discourse, raising the soul aloft, winged with [14]
longing for better things, we compel it to advance to the region of holiness, magnanimously despising the chain of the flesh."
57
Prayer cannot be expressed through a simple model of verbal contact because it can only be fulfilled in silence. 58 True knowledge cannot be communicated through words, as the mind does not need the support provided by the sensible world in order to mark its ascension. 59 As most ingeniously expressed by Mortley, "Silence is the symbol of God: the silence of man is a sign that his νοῦς, rather than his senses, is functioning."
60
Negative theology imprints the effect of an elimination of predicates and -when the supreme level of silence has been reached -only then the mind rise to its full heights. "Knowledge becomes a problem not of saying, but of being." Elements -preserved in the Arabic review of al-Nairizi to Elements: "Euclid thus defined a point negatively because it was arrived at by the abstraction of surface from body, and by the abstraction of line from surface, and by the abstraction of point from line. Since then body has three dimensions it follows that a point [arrived at after successively eliminating all three dimensions] has none of the dimensions, and has no part."
67
In connection to this text, Wolfson 68 ascertains that "the description of the successive abstractions of surface, line and point in Simplicius (sixth cent. A.D.) is exactly the same as the that used in the passage we have quoted from Albinus (second cent. A.D.)," and proclaims that "we have reason to believe that the statement of [16] Albinus here is only a fragment of a comment on Euclid's definition of a point which, like the passage of Simplicius, tried to explain Euclid's negative definition of a point." This hypothesis 69 did not attract researchers' consensus, 70 as the idea of "textual borrowing" of Albinus from an already existing review to Euclid's Elements is being disapproved. 71 The movement from the point to the solid figure (i.e. the reverse of the illustration of Albinus) was already constitutive to Pythagoreanism 72 πάντῃ καὶ ἄθετον λέγεται μονάς͵ τὸ δὲ πάντῃ καὶ θέσιν ἔχον στιγμή͵ τὸ δὲ μοναχῇ γραμμή͵ τὸ δὲ διχῇ ἐπίπεδον͵ τὸ δὲ πάντῃ καὶ τριχῇ διαιρετὸν κατὰ τὸ ποσὸν σῶμα· καὶ ἀντιστρέψαντι δὴ τὸ μὲν διχῇ διαιρετὸν ἐπίπε δον͵ τὸ δὲ μοναχῇ γραμμή͵ τὸ δὲ μηδαμῇ διαιρετὸν κατὰ τὸ ποσὸν στιγμὴ καὶ μονάς͵ ἡ μὲν ἄθετος μονὰς ἡ δὲ θετὸς στιγμή ("That [18] Old Academy. 87 We may thus conclude, as does Whittaker, that there is no need to suppose that Albinus' source could only have been a commentary on Euclid. R. Mortley reinforces this verdict, stating that it is not prudent to amplify excessively the mathematical background of the Middle Platonic wording regarding via negativa: "The geometrical methods had long since been absorbed by philosophy, so that Albinus was probably scarcely interested in their origin." 88 However, the statement that the mathematical model of via negativa is a legacy of the Old Academy exclusively appears exaggerated, as it could be, using the phrase of Whittaker, "rather a Middle Platonic adaptation of Neopythagorean material which itself in turn built upon Early Pythagorean and Old Academic conceptions." 89 Mortley also expresses certain caution here: "It is not enough simply to suppose Neopythagorean influence," 90 considering that many problems had already been shared by a variety of schools, and "the mere mention of removing geometrical attributes should not by itself be taken to be evidence of Neopythagorean influence. The use of this image to illustrate the principles of negative theology had long been absorbed by the other branches of philosophy, and its presence in Albinus has only the status of an illustration." 91 The confirmation of such exegesis could come from a Clementine text, 92 which refers to the mathematical version of via negativa.
Wolfson 93 was the one who characterized Clement's undertaking as a "paraphrase of Plotinus," through which the Alexandrian author tried "to show how, by a process of abstraction like that by which we arrive at the conceptions of surface and line and point we may also arrive at some conception of God, namely 'knowing not what He is, but what He is not'." 94 Whittaker 95 insists on two arguments that should make us reluctant to the Wolfsonian supposition and make us consider the Clement's account independent of that of Albinus: 1. Clement's version introduces the term ἀνάλυσις in place of Albinus' ἀφαίρεσις 96 and the fact that ἀνάλυσις occurs in Celsus too in the same connection shows that it was a current Middle Platonic term for the procedure in question; 97 2. Clement added a final stage 98 in the negative regression which has no counterpart in Albinus. In this case, the probability is rather that both were relating a "familiar doctrine," that Albinus presents this doctrine in abbreviated form, whereas Clement puts forward a more elaborate version. 99 Even so, one of the major differences between the two approaches is the very ingenious combination that Clement employs between [20] abstraction (or analysis) and confession (ὁμολογίᾳ): "We shall understand the mode of purification by confession (ὁμολογίᾳ), and that of contemplation by analysis (ἀναλύσει), advancing by analysis to the first notion (τὴν πρώτην νόησιν)." 100 The path taking to the contemplation of God in Clement's vision also entails a spiritual and ethical struggling, whereas in Albinus' version the spiritual dimension is much less developed than the mental one. 101 The ultimate disjunction consists in the fact that the Alexandrian does not stop with the final stage, μονάς, 102 as Albinus does, but goes further and describes an action which in reality is a new one: "If, then, abstracting all that belongs to bodies and things called incorporeal, we cast ourselves into the greatness of Christ (τὸ μέγεθος τοῦ Χριστοῦ), and thence advance into immensity by holiness, we may reach somehow to the conception of the Almighty." 103 Clement gets himself ahead in this regard of the approaches and practices inspired by philosophy of via negativa not only by the formula "casting himself into the greatness of Christ"-ἐπιρρίψαιμεν ἑαυτοὺς εἰς τὸ μέγεθος τοῦ Χριστοῦ, but also by cultivating again the spiritual/ ethical dimension of the entire process: "advance into immensity by holiness" -κἀκεῖθεν εἰς τὸ ἀχανὲς ἁγιότητι προΐοιμε.
104
"Casting ourselves into the greatness of Christ" occurs after the entire abstraction process has been exhausted and constitutes another [21] step -an extra-rational 105 one. Here there is an attempt to lead the abstraction beyond its scope, beyond its range of application and this is the separation that is worth noting between the traditional abstraction of the Academy and the one of Clement.
106

*
Clement's formulations reflect the first clear statement of the negative method in the Christian tradition, and, ironically, the method he supports is actually not a form of negation at all, but a form of abstraction. This will make room -in the Christian and Neoplatonic tradition -to genuine negation, but, in the early stages, negative theology is nothing more than a technique of conceptual removal. "Being precipitated into the greatness of Christ" means being thrown into a realm which is situated beyond language and beyond existence: it is a transcendental experience. 107 
